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BALANCING EAST AND WEST AS A CANADIAN VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST NUN 
Venerable Tinh Quang 

 
Many times over the past thirty years, and especially since my ordination, I’ve been asked either when or how I 

became interested in Buddhism.   For a long time I’d answer that it was around 1974 and it was through Advaita 

Vedanta, in which I had become interested while studying to be a yoga teacher.   Later, while in training as a 

Gestalt Psychotherapist I became aware of a closer truth, which is that I started on this path when I was very 

young.    

My earliest memory of being disillusioned by Christianity was when I was about four years of age.   I was sent to 

Sunday school where I had heard that if I didn’t believe in God, I was going to Hell when I died.   I didn’t believe in 

God, and was very fearful in case what they said was true.   If what they told me was accurate I was in big trouble; 

He did seem to be rather bad-tempered ...   floods, pillars of salt, etc.   I couldn’t understand how sinful a small 

child such as myself had to be to be drowned in a flood.  Once I had cheated by peeking when playing pin the tail 

on the donkey; would God kill me or send me to Hell for that?  Frightened and hoping that she would convince me, 

I asked my Sunday school teacher how she knew there was a God.   She asked me, “Hasn’t your mother told you 

there was a God?”  “Yes,” I said, “but how does she know there is a God?”  She responded with, “Your 

grandmother probably told her.”  “Yes,” I said, “but how does my grandmother know there is a God?”  She 

hesitated for a second then asked, “Haven’t you heard Father Fricker say there is a God?”  “Yes,” I said, “but how 

does he know there is a God?”  With some exasperation and rolling eyes, she told me that it was in the Bible and 

that I should just have faith that it was true.   I realized then that nobody could prove to me that there was a God.   

Everybody had heard it from somebody else, or read it in a book that had been written by somebody else.   

Although I went to church under protest until I was around 15, I believe that the Church lost me when I was four.   I 

have great respect for Christianity now and what I have just told you was the experience of a very young child, but 

it did lead me onto this path. 

I was in Grade 1 in 1953, and was very excited about learning to read.   I learned to read phonetically and sounded 

out every word I saw.   My mother took me with her to a corner variety store near our home, in Hamilton, Ontario, 

where there was a rack of paperback books.   One book had a title in red, of “RED”; my excitement at being able to 

read a word outside of the classroom, mounted, as I went along reading, as best I could the book titles.   Then, I 

asked my mother, “What is BU-DD-HI-S-M?”  I sounded out the word for her that was the title of one of the books.   

She told me it was a religion in Japan.   I was Anglican and my best friend was Pentecostal, and kids across the 

street from us were Catholic, so another religion was something that was a surprise to me.   “Do they believe in 

Jesus?” I asked, remembering that the Jews did not.   “No, they don’t,” came the reply.   “Well, what do they 

believe?” I asked.   “I don’t know,” she said, “I can’t explain it; they don’t think like we do.”  I felt as though I had 

been hit by a bolt of lightning directly in the chest.   I thought I was going to fall backward.   This was followed 

immediately by a rush of excitement!   What was different about people on the other side of the world that they 

could think differently than us?   How did they do it?   I wasn’t even sure how I thought!   Where did my thoughts 
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come from?   It was just something happened.   I remember standing outside of the store, contorting my face, 

while straining my brain.   It is such a vivid memory; I could take you now to the exact spot that I stood.   “What are 

you doing?” my mother asked impatiently.   I responded, “I’m trying to think different.”  When she told me to 

hurry up, I felt very sad and nearly started to cry.   I can only describe it as feeling like grief.  I have no way of 

explaining the deep visceral reaction to her comment.   I skipped after her wondering where I would ever find 

somebody living nearby who could help me think differently.   After all, they would have to be from Japan and I 

didn’t know any Japanese people.  I remember promising myself that because this seems so important, one day I 

will learn how to “think” like the “Buddhism” people do in Japan.   All this, while still sensing the impact to my 

chest.   

A year or two after that incident, I was intrigued by a Buddha statue in front of which my paternal grandmother 

burned incense and placed flowers and candles.   I loved it and her; nobody else I knew did this!   I asked my Nana 

why she burned incense and had a Buddha.   “It brings me a lot of peace,” she said.    I felt very comforted by that 

and from that moment on felt peace whenever I saw a Buddha statue. 

Eventually, many years later while studying to be a Gestalt Psychotherapist, I met a woman who introduced me to 

Zen Buddhism.   After attending the Zen Buddhist Temple, in Toronto, for a few years I began to study as a Zen 

Buddhist Priest with Samu Sunim, in the Korean Chogye tradition.  I wanted to be a Bhikkhuni, but I was married 

and a priest could be married.   After only one year, I became ill and had to drop out, believing it was a temporary 

leave. 

While on my way to an appointment, I saw a sign on a lawn which looked very much like a dharma wheel.   I turned 

around and knocked on the door.   A Vietnamese monk, Thich Phap Chon, answered the door and invited me in.   

At the time I thought, “I could be the Avon lady and he’s just asked me to come in”.    Needless to say, I missed my 

appointment, because I lost track of time.   We sat and talked for a couple of hours.   I was introduced to the 

Abbot, Thich Tam Dang, and after a few visits they asked me if I could help them with their English.   It was through 

the teaching of English that I met one of my most influential teachers, Thich Tri Thanh.   When my husband died, 

Thich Tam Dang and Thich Tri Thanh were most instrumental in helping me become ordained in the Vietnamese 

tradition. 

Little did I know at the time the difficulties they went through to allow this to happen, as it is illegal for a foreigner 

to be ordained in Vietnam.   I won’t go through all the harrowing, sirens blaring, cloak and dagger stories of being 

followed, but I was able to, over ten years, become ordained as sramanerika, siksamana, and bhikkhuni, in the 

Dharmagupta lineage.   My Master, Most Venerable Thich Nhat Lien, who I was able to visit the day before he died 

in 2010, risked his own safety and freedom to help me, for which I am most grateful. 

Although my Master was from two schools, Pure Land and Theravadan, my practice was a Zen practice, so he sent 

me to study with Venerable Thich nu Hanh Dam, a Zen nun.   She not only was my teacher, but became a very 

good friend.   It was through studying with her that I began to see how difficult my journey might be, because 

infused in so much of what I was being taught were the cultural norms of Vietnam and of the time of the Buddha.   
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I began to wonder how I could possibly transpose that into teaching modern Canadians.   Su co Hanh Dam had a 

difficult time understanding our strange western ways, but was very open and receptive to hearing my concerns 

and said to ignore the cultural and stick with what is true to uphold the Vinaya.   Examples from the time of the 

Buddha are not to travel alone and to allow lay people to give you food.   I imagined myself inside my small temple 

starving to death because lay people here were not likely to bring me food, and finding a woman to accompany me 

to the store or for a walk just wouldn’t occur all that often.   

My Master encouraged me to chant in English, and not in Vietnamese, and to chant the Great Compassion Dharani 

in Sanskrit.   Therefore, if you come to my temple, most of the chanting is in English.   In honour of my early Korean 

teaching, we chant Yebul, Homage to Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, in Korean, and I do the evening Bell Gatha in 

Vietnamese, in honour of my Vietnamese teachers.    

Buu Tich monastery is my home in Ba Ria - Vung Tau, Vietnam.  I was introduced to Buu Tich Monastery by Thich 

Tam Dang.   When I first went there, I thought I was in a documentary.   The living conditions were appalling; they 

were so poor.   The average income in Vietnam is around $600 per year.   Medical care and education, which is 

compulsory, are not free.   Therefore, many families cannot afford to feed, clothe, and educate their children.   

Abandoned and orphaned children are everywhere.   Buu Tich takes in these children and raises them in the 

monastery.   I spend most of my time in Vietnam at Buu Tich helping in any way I can, usually teaching English.   My 

temple, in Hamilton, does fundraising to help supply them with medicine, and school supplies.   The son of one of 

my students lives in London, England and is a friend of David Furnish, Elton John’s partner.  They had a fundraiser 

to help Buu Tich construct a new building in which the children could live and sleep.   Each year when I went, there 

were more and more children, and they were sleeping 2 and 3 to a bed, because there wasn’t enough room to 

place more beds.   Now they have a new two story house that I’m looking forward to seeing when I go there in 

January.   The conditions at Buu Tich are so much better; they have even recently acquired a computer and are on 

the internet.   On the bulletin board is a link to a Youtube video taken at Buu Tich 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FEEHM3CKJjU).   

I’m also working with a Buddhist organization in New Jersey, which helps supply food, medicine, and clothing to 

isolated, elderly people in the remote villages of the Vietnamese jungle, or to those displaced by the annual 

flooding which occurs during the rainy season. 

When I returned home to Canada, after my ordination, I was prepared to leave my home if necessary.   It was a 

meditation centre before I became ordained, and my Master said I needed a place to live and I already had one.   

Use the space, he said, as a small temple.   I have no desire to have a larger space.   A smaller number of 

committed practitioners is more favourable to me than trying to get more people to attend.    

My connection to the Vietnamese community in Canada is as a teacher to the children and youth at Chua Huong 

Dam Temple.   The parents are happy that I can connect with their children who struggle with being of two 

cultures – Canadian and Vietnamese.   Parents have told me that the children listen to me, but won’t listen to 

them.   I teach in an experiential way, as opposed to lecturing.   One young woman about to enter university just 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FEEHM3CKJjU
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emailed me at the beginning of August.   Just when I was wondering if I’m getting through to them, she wrote, “I'm 

not sure if you know this, but the lessons you gave me during dharma class have really helped me in life.  

(reeeeeeeaaally helped me).   They've sort of changed my perspective and shaped me into a person I like.   I can 

honestly say you have made a huge impact on my life.”  That was merit, that I didn’t seek, but which I received. 

Thich Tri Thanh, a monk who lives here in Canada, told me that I must find my own way, which I believe I have 

done and which I am still doing.   He encouraged me to study in different traditions.   Ordination under the 

Dharmaguptaka Vinaya only relates to monastic vows and lineage, and does not conflict with the actual Buddhist 

tradition one follows. 

The seeds for my eventual ordination were planted while I was very young, by people who didn’t know that they 

were planting them.   I am very grateful to them and to all my teachers in Vietnam and Canada.    

The path has been fraught with doubt, pain and joy.   I consider my work to be a small contribution toward helping 

all sentient beings. 

 
 
Thich nu Tinh Quang 
September, 2012 
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BUU TICH MONASTERY 
BA RIA – VUNG TAU, VIET NAM 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Thich nu Tam Phap (far right) 
Justin Kowbel, raised funds in London, England to help build a house for the 
children 
Jan Kowbel, dharma student, lives in Kenora, Ontario 
Some of the children at Buu Tich Monastery 

 
 

YOUTUBE VIDEO:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FEEHM3CKJjU 
Or go to Thich nu Tinh Quang’s blogsite to find the link:  www.zenbuddhistnun.blogspot.com 
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